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Disabilities affect people of all ages. 
Disabilities can be temporary or perma-
nent, sudden or gradual. Disabilities can 
range from a broken leg to quadriplegic 
paralysis, from blindness to old age. 
Every disability is different and should 
be treated as such. 
To a physically impaired or elderly 
person, the home can be an impenetrable 
barrier. Privacy and independence can 
become a thing of the past. But a house 
or a room that has been designed with ac-
cessibility in mind can bring indepen-
dence back. A barrier-free design pro-
vides an environment that is easy-to-use 
and easy-to-maintain by all people ·short, 
tall, young, old, active, and disabled. 
Bathrooms are usually the most diffi-
cult room for the disabled to use. Gener-
ally they are too small for easy maneu-
vering with walking aids and bathtubs, 
toilets, and sinks are hard to use. How-
ever, as the independent disabled and 
the "age-in-place" population grows, ac-
cessible bathrooms will become essential. 
Bathrooms in new homes can be de-
signed for a physically impaired individ-
ual or to adapt to the changing needs of 
the age-in-place population. Depending 
on the disabled person's requirements, 
an existing bathroom can usually be 
made more accessible with minor 
changes. 
Designing for accessibility means com-
bining "handicap" products with stan-
dard products and a little imagination. 
Some standard products work well for 
various disabilities while others can be 
modified by the manufacturer. With the 
growing population of the disabled and 
elderly, many products are designed spe-
dfically to meet their needs without com-
promising on aesthetics. 
BATHROOM DESIGN 
It is best to involve the disabled or el-
derly person in the design or remodeling 
of their bathroom. Their needs and re-
quirements will dictate the level of acces-
sibility required. 
Since wheelchairs require the greatest 
amount of space for maneuvering, the di-
mensions in this article meet their re-
quirements. Most other disabilities can 
be accommodated within these dimen-
sions. 
GENERAL INFORMATION 
If possible, have more than one acces-
sible bathroom in the home. An accessi-
ble 11powder room" near the front of the 
house will eliminate long trips down the 
hall. If only one bathroom is to be accessi-
ble, it should be nearest the disabled 
person's bedroom. 
Most wheelchairs and mech~cal 
aids can maneuver in a clear 5' -01 x 5' .$ 
floor space. The clear space can include 
area under a wall hung toilet bowl and 
vanity/sink. Ql~ 
FigurecM& 1 IB I IB 
All bathroom fixtur a , 
shower stall, toilet, sink) should have an 
unobstructed access path. Open floor 
space between the bathtub or shower 
stall and the toilet will allow for position-
ing of a wheelchair for easier in and out 
transferring. 
DOORS AND HARDWARE 
Maneuvering space within a bath-
room is critical for a disabled per-
son ·with or without wheelchairs. It is 
best, therefore, to swing the bathroom 
door out of the room. Also, should the 
disabled person fall in front of the door, 
outside help i~possible. 
Install a 36~ide door for wheelchair 
clearance and right-angled turns into the 
room. Smaller doors, if used, will be diffi-
cult to get through. A door pull installed 
on the hinge side of the door will allow 
the door to be closed as the user passes 
through. (dffiwin~ #2) A kickplate 
will protect the bottom of the door from 
wheelchair footrests. 
Lever-type door handles should be 
used instead of standard door knobs. 
They are easier to operate for people 
with limited hand and arm control. Exist-
ing knobs can be replaced or special door 
knob converters are available at major 
hardware stores. 
SINKS AND VANITIES 
In an adaptable bathroom, the floor 
and wall behind the sink cabinet should 
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be finished so that a wall-hung sink can 
be installed later. Open space under 
sinks enables wheelchair users to posi-
tion themselves close to the sink edge 
without havi9.~ to stretch to reach the 
controls. A 2t)'to 31Ctounter height is 
most convenient for chairbound users. 
The knee space under sinks and vanities 
should be a minimum of 36" wide for 
easy maneuvering. 
"Handicap" sinks are wall-hung and 
project approximately 2/'t%-om the wall. 
Standard bathroom sinks project 218-24~ 
from the wall and can be wall-hung, ped-
estal mounted, or a sink/ vanity combina-
tion. Figure 3 These sinks can be used in 
the bathroom, but generally they lack ad-
equate depth for body positioning. Con-
sider the reaching abilities of the dis-
abled user. If the user is wheelchair 
bound with limited reaching abilities, in-
stall a "handicap" sink in lieu of a stan-
dard sink. 
A sink with a rear drain pipe will pro-
vide more useable knee space under-
neath. It's a good idea to wrap exposed 
pipes with insulation to prevent burning 
or bruising of legs. 
TOiliTS 
The standard toilet seat height is 1($. 
Standard toilets are useable by some dis-
abled people if they are strong enough 
and if there are adequate support~.e., 
grab bars. ''Handicap" toilets are avail-
able with a raised seat height of¢12oO. 
People who have trouble lowering them-
selves may find these toilets easier to 
use; they are also preferable for 
chairbound users transferring in and out 
of wheelchairs. Seat extenders can be at-
tached to standard toilets, but may be un-
stable. 
A wall-hung toilet can be set at an ad-
justed height for a disabled person. Wall-
hung toilets and toilets with recessed 
bases allow for positioning of a wheel-
chair without the footrest hitting the 
bowl.Figure 4 
BATHTUBS 
With minor modifications, a standard 
bathtub can be used by most disabled 
people. A portable bathbench or chair 
can ease transferring to and from a 
wheelchair and be a help to people who 
have trouble lowering themselves into 
the bathtub. Figure 5 If there is adequate 
room at the ~xad of the tub, consider in-
stalling an 181 deep built-in platform 
there. This will eliminating the need for a 
portable bathbench. The platform is used 
as a bathing seat or as a resting spot be-
fore lowering the body into the tub. (See 
Figure 2). 
Many disabled people use the side of 
the bathtub as a resting spot as they get 
in and out. If possible, install a tub with 
a wide apron; avoid tub enclosures with 
metal tracks. 
Fiberglass bathtubs and tub surrounds 
are available with built-in grab bars, bath 
seats, and nonstick surfaces. Talk to your 
local supplier for available accessories. 
Also, check with the primary user of the 
bathtub before ordering accessories. 
Grab bars may need to be in a specific lo-
cation according to the user's abilities. A 
non-slick surface will aid traction, but 
may prohibit a seated bather from slid-
ing forward to the water controls or may 
irritate sensitive skin. Figure 6 
Walk-in tubs feature a side wall door 
which allows the user to enter the tub di-
rectly instead of stepping over the edge. 
Many walk-in tubs are the same size as a 
standard bathtub (3{j9x 60CJ and can eas-
ily be incorporated into an existing bath-
room. Some are available with a molded 
seat at wheelchair height for ease of 
transfer. Whirlpool systems, preset tem-
perature controls, and grab bars are also 
available. 
SHOWER STAUS 
Many disabled people find showers 
easier to use than bathtubs. A shower 
stall should be a minimum of 36'Dx 3~ 
wide. Larger stalls (3@x ~have 
enough room for a wheelchair or an as-
sistant if needed. Fiberglass shower stalls 
can be purchased with grab bars, 
benches, shower controls, and minimal 
curb heights. Before ordering, decide 
what accessories are needed and their 
proper location for the user. 
Shower curbs can be difficult for peo-
ple with weak legs, walkers, canes, or 
wheelchairs to negotiate. By incorporat-
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ing a shower "area" into the bathroom, 
instead of a shower stall, a bather can di- WATER CONTROLS 
rectly enter the shower without negotiat- Water controlling devices are an im-
ing a curb. In this scheme, the shower portant part of an accessible bathroom 
floor is merely an extension of the bath- design. Lever-type water controls, single-
room floor that slopes to a cent~ drain. lever mixing valves, and goose neck fau-
Amaximum curb height of 1/'Pc~be cets are easier for people with limited 
used for water control. Pi& ~ arm and hand movement to operate. Fig-
Sometimes, just pladAg a p{>rtaB e ~e JD'There are even water faucets avail-
bench or chair in an ordinary shower IV able with infrared sensors that trigger 
stall can make accessible, and the bench water flow when an object, such as a 
can be removed when not needed. Anal- hand, enters the beam's range. When the 
ternative is installing a hinged seat so hand is removed, the valve closes to stop 
that an able-bodied bather will have ade- the water flow. Pressure balanced ther-
quate room for showering when the seat mostatic faucets are valuable in prevent-
is in the upright position. ing accidental scalding. These controls 
should always be used with bathers who 
GRAB BARS 
Grab bars are needed for balance, sta-
bility, and support. Horizontal grab bars 
are used for pushing up, while vertical 
grab bars are used for pulling up. Diago-
nally mounted grab bars can be used for 
either purpose, but require a stronger 
grip and are not recommended. 
Grab bars (as well as towel bars, soap 
dishes, etc., which are often used as grab 
bars) need to support a minimum of 250 
lbs. for 5 minutes. Place grab bars wher-
ever they are needed such as in the fol-
lowing locations. 
• around the inside of the bathtub 
• vertically outside the bathtub for ste~ 
ping in 
• around the inside of the shower stall 
• at the sides and back of the toilet 
Grab bars can be floor-mounted, wall-
mounted, or a combination of both. The 
mounting connections can be either con-
cealed or exposed. Blocking must be in-
stalled in the walls for the bars to fasten 
onto and to support the required weight. 
H you are in the planning or remodeling 
stage, install blocking in the walls now 
so that grab bars can be easily added !n 
the future. Figure, - a 
St:andard stainless st~l grab bars are 1 
1/2'in diameter and should be in-
stalled with 11/2~of space between the 
bar and the wall for finger clearance. 
"Designer'' colors and finishes are avail-
able to blend with bathroom decor. Not 
all suppliers carry the "designer'' colors 
and finishes so check around. 
have lost feeling in their skin. 
Bathtub controls need to be within 
easy reach of the bather. This can be 
achieved by installing the controls at the 
edge of the tub for outside adjustment or 
on the back wall for adjustment inside 
the tub. 
~hower controls should be located 3~ 
4tl above the floor. In a 3f> x 36@ shower 
stall, locate the controls on the side wall. 
In larger showers, center the water con-
trols on the back wall for easy adjust-
ment inside the shower. 
An adjustable height shower head 
unit can be raised for standing bathers 
and lowered for wheelchair or seated 
bathers. Figure:3' N / J 
ACCESSORIES 
Place storage compartments, medicine 
cabinets, towel bars, and light switches 
within easy reach of the disabled person. 
The bottom edge of the medicine cabinet 
and mirror should be no higher than 40" 
above the floor and be placed on a side 
wall for easy reach. A til table mirror will 
allow either a standing or seated person 
to view themselves without difficulty. 
(See Figure 2 and 8) If linen closets or 
vanity cabinets are used in the bathroom, 
install slide-out baskets, drawers, or 1e 
deep shelves for easy access. 
ELECTRICAL/UGHTING 
A handy location for an outlet/light 
switch is on the front of the vanity; this 
eliminates the need to reach. Otherwise, 
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place light switches and electrical outlets l\ • _<)__, 
at chair height: ~~above the floor. 0 rb\p/"' 
All outlets should be ground-fault circuit \ 
interrupters (GFI). People with limited 
hand and arm control may find rocker-
type light switches easier to use than 
standard toggle switches. 
Care should be taken in choosing the 
type and placement of light fixtures. Be-
cause of their seated position, wheelchair 
users may be effected by glare from 
lights. It may be necessary to relocate ex-
isting fixtures or install new fixtures to re-
duce glare. Consult Circular G4.1 for 
more information of lighting. 
FLOORS 
Bathroom floors need to be strong 
enough to withstand repeated point pres-
sure from canes or crutches and rolling 
pressure from wheelchairs. 
A low-maintenance flooring with a 
non-slip surface is a good choice. Tex-
tured tiles with a non-slip surface are 
also available. In addition, grouting be-
tween ceramic tiles helps with traction. 
Avoid throw rugs, loose-fitting or 
plush carpets. If carpeting is desired, it 
should be low pile, well-fitted, and se-
curely fastened to the floor. 
CONCLUSION 
Remember, since every disability is 
different, fixtures and accessories need to 
be chosen with care. Be sure to involve 
the disabled or elderly person from the 
beginning so that the end product meets 
their needs and requirements. By plan-
ning ahead for accessibility, the bath-
room can continue to be convenient, 
functional, and usable. 
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